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Abstract  
  
Parents  deal  with  a  complex  web  of  choices  when  seeking  and  using  knowledge  and  resources  related  to  their  young  children’s  
literacy  development.  Information  about  children’s  learning  and  development  comes  in  many  forms  and  is  produced  by  an  
increasingly  diverse  range  of  players  including  governments,  nongovernment  organisations  and  commercial  businesses.  This  
study  used  a  survey,  interview  and  artefact  collection  to  investigate  mothers’  and  fathers’  reported  activities  in  seeking,  
accessing,  producing  and  circulating  information  and  resources  related  to  children’s  learning  and  development.  Differences  
were  found  relating  to  parent  gender  and  level  of  education.  Parents’  resourcing  activities  are  also  shaped  by  their  particular  
goals  for  their  children.    
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Introduction  
                                                      
1 Corresponding  author.  Email:  sue.nichols@unisa.edu.au  
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Parents’  understanding  of  how  best  to  foster  learning  and  development  is  a  vital  element  in  optimising  children’s  learning  
particularly  in  the  preschool  transition  period  (Hannon,  Morgan  and  Nutbrown  2006;  Mikulecky  1996).  Increasingly  parents’  
involvement  in  children’s  learning  from  infancy  is  being  encouraged  by  a  wide  range  of  agencies  such  as  federal  and  state  
governments,  health  services  and  community  organisations.  The  move  towards  a  partnership  model,  in  which  parents  and  
practitioners  work  together  to  support  the  learning  and  development  of  young  children  (Morrow  and  Malin  2004;  Nichols  and  
Jurvansuu  2008),  means  it  is  important  for  stakeholders  to  come  to  a  fuller  understanding  of  each  others’  beliefs  and  priorities.  As  
part  of  this,  practitioners  need  to  become  aware  of  the  resources  available  to  and  taken  up  by  parents  in  different  circumstances.  
Equally  important  is    
seeing  parents  as  resourceful,  rather  than  deficient,  which  means  recognising  their  efforts  to  find  information,  their  attempts  to  
overcome  barriers  to  access,  their  evaluation  of  the  relevance  of  available  resources  and  their  agency  in  producing  and  passing  on  
information  to  others.  With  studies  finding  that  deficit  views  of  parents  continue  to  prevail  despite  progress  towards  partnership  
between  parents  and  organisations  (Garmanikow  and  Green  1999;  Todd  2003),  developing  an  appreciation  of  parents  as  active  
agents  in  resourcing  children’s  early  learning  and  development  may  assist  in  reframing  their  participation  in  early  childhood  
services.  
  
Parents  potentially  face  a  complex  web  of  choices  when  seeking  resources  related  to  their  young  children’s  learning  and  
development.  Information  comes  in  many  forms  and  is  produced  by  an  increasingly  diverse  range  of  players  including  
governments,  nongovernment  organisations  and  commercial  businesses  (High  et  al.  2000;  Nixon  2008;  Scanlon  and  Buckingham  
2004).  In  places  like  the  UK,  North  America  and  Australia  this  proliferation  of  advice  and  support  for  early  years  parenting  occurs  
in  government  policy  contexts  in  which  parents  are  urged  to  take  on  significant  financial  and  moral  responsibility  for  learning  how  
to  become  effective  parents.  Underpinning  increased  attention  from  governments  and  agencies  for  promoting  parental  engagement    
in  early  learning  is  the  view  that  the  good  health  and  successful  education  of  children  is  necessary  for  the  future  economic  success  
and  social  stability  of  nations  operating  within  a  globalised  knowledge  economy  (Gillies  2005;  Millei  and  Lee  2007;  Walker  2005).  In  
this  context  it  is  argued  that  assisting  parents  to  know  how  to  raise  healthy  school-­‐‑ready  children  will  contribute  to  national  efforts  
to  create  productive  workers  and  good  citizens.    
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Concepts  of  networking  and  capital  are  central  both  to  social  policies  aimed  at  resourcing  parents  and  to  theorising  the  differential  
uptake  of  the  services  implemented  as  a  result  of  these  policies.  Social  capital  can  be  defined  as  ‘material  and  immaterial  resources  
that  individuals  and  families  are  able  to  access  through  their  social  ties’  (Horvat  &  Weininger  2003  p.  323).  Social  capital  can  be  
considered  a  kind  of  stock  but  it  is  important  to  acknowledge  that    'ʹstocks  are  primarily  valuable  in  so  far  as  they  generate  flows,  
which  provide  benefits/welfare  to  some  sets  of  clients  or  consumers'ʹ  (Johnson  et  al  2005  p.  3).  Two  related  issues  that  have  
preoccupied  social  analysis  are  the  significance  of  locality  and  of  socio-­‐‑economic  status  in  families’  networking  activities  and  
associated  access  to  social  capital.  Working-­‐‑class  families’  networks  have  been  described  as  characterised  by  spatial  and  relational  
proximity,  in  other  words  by  family  members  and  close  friends  living  in  the  immediate  neighbourhood  (Bridge  2002).  Thus  they  
are  characterised  by  ‘bonding’  rather  than  ‘bridging’  ties  or,  in  other  words,  by  membership  of  the  ‘social  field  of  insiders’  rather  
than  by  the  ‘activity  of  building  connections  between  social  fields’  (Baerenholdt  &  Aarsaether  2002  p.  XX).  Connecting  with  others  
outside  the  immediate  social  field  may  give  access  to  new  information,  divergent  perspectives  and  opportunities  for  wider  
influence.  Studies  suggest  that  middle-­‐‑class  parents  are  more  likely  to  extend  their  networks  with  bridging  ties.  For  instance,  
Horvat  and  colleagues  (2003)  found  that  middle-­‐‑class  parents,  but  not  working-­‐‑class  parents,  counted  professionals  as  members  of  
their  social  networks  giving  them  access  to  institutional  knowledge  which  they  were  able  to  mobilise  as  advocates  for  their  
children.  However,  it  is  important  not  to  conclude  that  forms  of  networking  reflect  class  culture  since  this  may  lead  to  viewing  
working-­‐‑class  communities  in  particular  as  fixed  and  inflexible.  One  study  which  challenges  this  view  canvassed  the  information  
seeking  practices  of  parents  in  an  African  American  urban  neighbourhood  (Spink  and  Cole  2001).  Residents  ranked  family  
members  as  the  most  important  source  of  general  news  and  neighbours  best  for  security  information;  however  they  identified  
doctors  as  the  key  source  of  health  information.  This  suggests  that  parents  in  this  community  valued  and  sought  out  the  expertise  
of  professionals.  Access  to  services,  and  a  sense  of  welcome  by  these  services,  may  be  equally  or  more  salient  than  assumed  class-­‐‑
based  social  networking  practices  (Hayden  2003).  
  
Social  capital  now  includes  access  to  the  technologies  that  allow  connection  to  digital  networks  and  the  extension  of  social  
relationships  into  cyber  space.  The  digital  divide  has  become  another  form  of  social  class  differentiation  (McLaren  and  Zappala  
2002),  impacting  on  access  to  information  and  resources  in  two  senses  –  through  the  internet  as  a  vast  library  of  information  
including  much  that  has  been  created  explicitly  for  parents  and  through  social  networks  facilitated  in  cyberspace  (Wang  XX).  
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Studies  of  parents’  resource  seeking  and  use  in  regard  to  children’s  learning  and  development  in  the  early  years  therefore  need  to  
encompass  both  old  and  new  modalities  of  interaction,  both  ‘hard’  and  ‘soft’  networks,  both  material  and  virtual  spatialities.  
  
As  part  of  the  emphasis  on  encouraging  citizens  to  engage  in  the  knowledge  society,  some  governments  and  agencies  have  
investigated  parents’  information  requirements  and  practices.  Within  the  Australian  context,  the  Parenting  Information  Project,  was  
funded  by  the  federal  government  Commonwealth  of  Australia  DFCS  2005).2  Based  on  a  telephone  survey  of  1,913  parents  
followed  by  35  focus  groups,  the  study  found  a  low  level  of  awareness  regarding  the  range  of  information  available.  For  sourcing  
information  about  children’s  development,  ‘the  most  widely  preferred  mechanisms  were  face-­‐‑to-­‐‑face  advice,  brochures  on  specific  
issues,  television  programs,  and  a  handbook  or  kit  covering  many  issues’  (p.  7).  Parents’  reliance  on  both  ‘informal  and  formal  
networks’,  and  their  preference  for  information  to  be  available  through  multiple  channels,  were  highlighted.  Fathers,  parents  
whose  first  language  was  not  English  and  single  parents  were  most  poorly  served  by  existing  networks.  A  conceptual  model  of  
parenting  was  developed  out  of  this  project  which  ‘sees  parenting  as  a  learning  process  …  rather  than  an  inherent  set  of  knowledge  
and  skills’  and  ‘the  critical  element’  as  ‘the  parent’s  adaptability’  (pp.  9-­‐‑10).  The  authors  recommended  that  future  research  be  
conducted  into  ‘the  quality,  credibility  and  usage’  of  parenting  resources  as  well  as  examining  the  role  of  community  organisations  
and  social  networks.      
  
The  Australian  project  Mothers  and  fathers  seeking  and  sharing  information  about  children’s  learning  and  development  discussed  here  was  
designed  to  generate  knowledge  about  parents’  practices  and  purposes  in  accessing  and  circulating  resources  to  support  young  
children’s  early  learning.  In  this  paper,  we  present  and  discuss  findings  from  two  phases  of  the  project;  surveys  and  parent  
interviews.  Our  analysis  demonstrates  that  parents  engage  with  a  diverse  range  of  sources  of  information  that  they  access  in  
different  places.  Their  resourcing  activities  are  shaped  by  their  particular  goals  for  their  children  and  their  children’s  perceived  
needs.  Gender  and  level  of  education  also  impact  on  parents’  choices  regarding  the  sources  and  kinds  of  resources  they  use.    
  
The  study  
                                                      
2 Outcomes  of  this  project  include  the  Raising  Children  Website  (Raising  Children  Network  2006-­‐‑2008)  and  plans  for  a  National  Indigenous  Family  and  
Children'ʹs  Resource  Service. 
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We  designed  the  project  Mothers  and  fathers  seeking  and  sharing  information  about  children’s  learning  and  development  with  the  aim  of  
generating  knowledge  about  an  important  aspect  of  the  sociocultural  context  within  which  young  Australian  children  develop.  
This  12  month  project  was  a  pilot  for  a  larger  international  project  currently  underway.3  It  was  designed  as  a  mixed  methods  
exploratory  study  to  determine  aspects  of  parents’  information  seeking  and  sharing  that  would  warrant  further  investigation.  A  
survey,  administered  through  suburban  libraries,  interviews  with  information  workers  (not  reported  here),  and  interviews  with  
parents  were  the  methods  employed.    
  
Surveys  were  distributed  via  suburban  libraries  within  15  kilometres  of  the  university  campus,  an  area  which  includes  suburbs  of  
low-­‐‑middle  to  high-­‐‑middle  economic  status;  however  few  areas  with  high  percentages  of  welfare  recipients.  Libraries  were  chosen  
as  survey  distribution  points  as  they  are  known  to  be  locations  in  which  parents  from  a  broad  range  of  sociocultural  communities  
go  to  seek  information  and  resources  (Goodall  2003;  Ward  &  Wassam-­‐‑Ellam  2005)  .4  The  survey  instrument  was  designed  to  be  
clear,  easily  understandable  for  people  with  a  range  of  literacy  competence,  and  quick  to  fill  in.  As  interviews  were  to  provide  rich  
data,  no  prose  text  sections  were  included  in  the  survey.  The  instrument  comprised  four  sections.  The  first  asked  about  the  
resources  parents  use  to  obtain  information  about  their  children’s  learning  and  development.  The  second  aimed  to  reveal  the  places  
parents  use  to  find  information,  and  the  third  asked  about  how  this  information  was  used  and  circulated.  The  final  section  elicited  
demographic  details  including  age  and  numbers  of  children;  parent’s  gender,  parent’s  highest  level  of  education,  employment  
status;  and  first  language  spoken  in  their  homes.    
  
The  interviews  were  intended  to  provide  detailed  information  about  individual  parents’  purposes  for  seeking  particular  kinds  of  
information  and  resources,  their  practices,  and  what  their  searches  yielded.  Nine  parents,  including  two  fathers,  volunteered  for  
this  phase.  A  researcher  visited  each  parent  in  her  or  his  home,  or  in  a  public  location  nominated  by  the  parent,  and  conducted  
audio-­‐‑taped  semi-­‐‑structured  interviews.  With  the  parent’s  permission,  photographs  were  also  taken  of  the  resources  which  (s)he  
                                                      
3 Parents’  networks:  the  circulation  of  knowledge  about  children’s  literacy  learning  was  subsequently  funded  by  the  Australian  Research  Council  (DP0772700).  
Researchers  in  the  current  study  are  Sue  Nichols,  Helen  Nixon  and  Sophia  Rainbird  from  the  University  of  South  Australia  and  Jennifer  Rowsell  from  
Rutgers  University,  USA.  
4 Our  larger  study-­‐‑in-­‐‑progress  is  canvassing  parents  via  libraries,  bookstores,  newsagents,  health  clinics  and  preschools.    
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had  elected  to  discuss.  All  interviews  were  conducted  with  informed  consent  and  participants  were  assured  that  they  could  change  
their  mind  about  participating  in  the  study  either  during  or  afterwards.    
  
Survey  findings  
A  total  of  129  surveys  were  returned  from  18  libraries.  Of  the  participating  parents,  105  (or  81%)  were  mothers,  and  22  (17%)  were  
fathers.  Just  over  half  (54%)  stated  they  were  in  paid  employment.  English  was  the  most  commonly  spoken  language  (95%,  n=122).  
A  total  of  92  parents  (72%)  reported  having  post  school  qualifications;  59  (46%)  had  university  qualifications,  and  a  further  33  (26%)  
had  trade  qualifications.  This  was  a  comparatively  highly  educated  group  of  people,  more  than  double  the  proportion  of  university  
qualified  people  than  in  the  general  Australian  adult  population  (Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics  2004).  This  reflects  the  challenge  of  
reaching  low  socioeconomic  status  and  non-­‐‑English  speaking  parents  through  this  method.  This  has  been  addressed  in  the  larger  
project  currently  underway,  where  the  survey  has  been  translated  into  Spanish  and  Vietnamese,  distributed  through  local  ethnic  
community  centres,  doctors’  surgeries  and  social  networks,  and  bilingual  community  members  have  been  recruited  as  
collaborators.  
  
Survey  data  were  analysed  using  statistical  computer  software  and  this  enabled  us  to  examine  the  overall  rankings  for  sources,  
places  and  modes  of  circulation  of  resources.  Further  analysis  investigated  gender  and  level  of  education  correlations.  Owing  to  the  
small  numbers  of  parents  without  post-­‐‑school  qualifications  and  the  differences  within  this  group  relating  to  their  levels  of  
schooling,  the  decision  was  made  to  undertake  comparison  at  the  level  of  post-­‐‑school  education.  Entrance  requirements  for  
University  and  TAFE  (Technical  and  Further  Education)  are  different,  and  at  the  time  that  most  of  these  adults  had  completed  their  
education,  reflected  differences  in  school  leaving  levels.  As  we  report  below,  our  analysis  did  yield  patterns  of  difference  in  relation  
to  parents’  level  of  education.    
  
Sources  of  information  accessed  by  parents  
Information  was  sought  by  parents  in  all  categories  of  sources  nominated  in  the  survey:  human  resources,  print  materials,  internet  
sources,  media  sources  and  parental  educational  or  professional  activities.  The  information  sources  parents  used  were  ranked  and  
then  classified  in  terms  of  whether  they  were  used  by  more,  or  fewer,  than  half  of  the  parents  (see  Table  1).    
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INSERT  TABLE  1  about  here  
  
The  list  of  most  popular  sources  represents  a  mix  of  human  (personal  and  professional),  text-­‐‑based,  media-­‐‑based  and  internet-­‐‑
based  resources.  This  suggests  that  parents  are  continually  adding  to  their  repertoire  of  information  resources  rather  than  
substituting  new  for  old.  Our  findings  accord  with  the  national  Parenting  Information  Project  (Commonwealth  of  Australia  2005)  in  
relation  to  the  overall  mix  of  resources  considered  most  useful  by  Australian  parents.  
Human  resources  
The  vast  majority  of  parents  who  responded  to  our  survey,  sourced  information  from  people-­‐‑related  or  ‘soft’  networks  (Malecki  
2002).  Most  sought  information  from  ‘a  friend’  (86%)  or  ‘family  member’  (85%)  and  this  pattern  held  across  gender  and  level  of  
education.  For  other  human  resources,  a  greater  percentage  of  university  educated  parents  had  consulted  a  health  professional  
than  those  with  trade  qualifications,  whereas  for  those  parents  who  consulted  community  workers,  the  reverse  was  the  case.    
This  finding  could  be  explained  in  different  ways.  In  Australia,  seeing  a  doctor  though  subsidised  by  the  federal  government,  still  
entails  a  ‘gap’  fee  whereas  the  services  provided  by  community  workers  are  generally  free.  Level  of  education  could  here  represent  
socioeconomic  status  impacting  on  access  to  paid  services.  Another  possibility  is  suggested  by  differences  also  seen  in  relation  to  
print  materials;  possibly  more  highly  educated  parents  prefer  more  official  or  academic  sources  as  we  see  below.  
Print  materials  
Over  two-­‐‑thirds  of  parents  (64%)  consulted  pamphlets  as  a  source  of  information.  Sixty  percent  consulted  parenting  advice  books  
and  parenting  magazines.  More  than  one  quarter  (28%)  used  wall  posters,  while  fewer  respondents  (19%)  used  women’s  
magazines  as  a  source  of  information.  Print  sources  were  more  significant  for  mothers  than  fathers,  with  the  greatest  disparity  in  
the  use  of  sources  in  magazine  format.  However,  though  fewer  than  mothers,  a  significant  percentage  of  fathers  did  refer  to  these  
sources,  particularly  pamphlets,  parenting  advice  books  and  parenting  magazines.  This  suggests  the  value  of  these  formats  for  
organisations  wishing  to  reach  both  mothers  and  fathers  but  also  the  advisability  of  finding  additional  ways  to  reach  fathers.  
Internet  sources  
Over  half  (56%)  of  respondents  reported  using  ‘a  Google’  search  to  access  information  on  the  internet.  Almost  half  (45%)  used  a  
specific  website  or  webpage  with  a  known  address  and  parents  later  reported  that  these  had  usually  been  recommended  by  a  
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family  member  of  friend.  Very  few  parents  in  our  sample  (4%  and  5%  respectively)  accessed  ‘a  chat  room’  or  an  email  discussion  
list  to  obtain  information  in  contrast  to  some  studies  which  have  been  carried  out  using  web-­‐‑based  surveys  (e.g.  Madge  and  
O’Connor  2006).  Australia’s  relatively  low-­‐‑speed  and  high-­‐‑cost  broadband  access  is  possibly  another  factor  here.    
  
A  much  greater  percentage  of  university  educated  than  TAFE  educated  parents  consulted  print-­‐‑based  sources,  such  as  books  and  
pamphlets.  This  comparison  also  held  for  use  of  the  internet  to  search  for  information,  with  more  highly  educated  parents  making  
greater  use  of  this  resource,  consistent  with  Fox  and  Fallows’  (2003)  study  of  health  consumers.  Possibly  academic  study  inculcates  
parents  into  habits  of  reading  and  information  seeking  or  alternatively  people  who  choose  to  go  to  university  may  also  have  pre-­‐‑
existing  orientations  to  information  literacy.    
Media  resources  
More  than  two-­‐‑thirds  of  respondents  (62%)  reported  using  TV  programs  as  a  resource.  Almost  one-­‐‑third  of  our  respondents  (30%)  
had  used  a  video  or  DVD,  and  a  similar  proportion  (26%)  had  gained  information  from  a  radio  program.  Only  13%  of  parents  
reported  using  a  CD  Rom  as  a  media  resource.  Conversely  to  print  sources,  media  sources  were  more  preferred  by  TAFE  educated  
than  by  university  educated  parents.    
  
Places  accessed  by  parents  
All  the  places  nominated  in  the  survey  had  been  used  by  parents  to  search  for  information.  For  responses  ranked  in  order  of  most  
used  to  least  used  location  for  accessing  resources  see  Table  2.  
 
INSERT  TABLE  2  about  here  
  
When  these  findings  about  location  are  considered  alongside  the  preferred  sources  of  information,  some  possible  links  emerge.  The  
ranking  for  the  school  or  preschool  was  slightly  higher  than  the  ranking  for  the  teacher  as  a  source  of  information.  As  well  as  
talking  with  teachers,  parents  may  be  accessing  information  resources  such  as  pamphlets  in  (pre)school  settings.  The  ranking  for  
community  centre  as  a  place  for  sourcing  information  was  significantly  higher  than  the  ranking  for  community  worker  as  an  
information  source.  Clearly,  community  centres  are  operating  as  distribution  points  for  pamphlets  and  other  information  resources.    
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For  both  mothers  and  fathers,  the  library  was  the  top-­‐‑ranked  place  for  accessing  information  about  children’s  learning  and  
development.  However,  beyond  this  there  were  gender  differences  in  the  places  where  parents  accessed  information  (see  Table  3).  
  
INSERT  TABLE  3  about  here  
 
One  of  the  key  differences  was  in  the  ranking  of  the  workplace  as  an  information  site.  It  is  unclear  whether  access  to  workmates’  
knowledge  of  children  or  access  to  the  internet,  or  both,  explain  how  the  workplace  functions  as  an  information  site  for  men.  The  
importance  of  the  work  place  to  fathers’  access  to  parenting  information  may  have  been  underestimated.  
  
Although  rankings  for  school/preschool  were  similar,  this  obscures  a  significant  difference  with  considerably  more  mothers  (65%)  
than  fathers  (36%)  accessing  information  at  these  kinds  of  sites.    
  
Resourcing  through  social  networks  
Section  three  of  the  survey  casts  light  on  the  roles  that  social  networks  play  in  circulating  information  by  asking  how  parents  are  
accessed  by  others  wishing  to  share  resources.  All  options  covered  in  the  questions  had  been  experienced  by  parents  who  
responded  to  the  survey.  In  rank  order,  they  were  as  shown  in  Table  4.  
  
INSERT  TABLE  4  about  here    
  
Recommendations  from,  or  active  information  provision  by,  social  contacts  generally  corresponds  with  the  sources  used  by  
parents.  For  instance,  similar  percentages  of  parents  said  they  were  recommended  to  read  books/magazines  to  those  who  said  that  
they  had  actually  done  so.  The  low  rate  of  recommendations  for  chat  rooms  or  internet  discussion  sites  is  matched  by  the  low  rate  
of  usage.  However,  considerably  more  recommendations  for  parenting  courses  appear  to  have  been  received  than  is  reflected  in  the  
rate  of  uptake  of  these  courses.  Taking  up  these  recommendations  possibly  involves  a  greater  investment  of  time  than  many  
parents  are  able  to  commit.  
  
Interviews  
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To  facilitate  analysis  of  the  interviews  we  used  a  grid  (see  Appendix  1)  on  which  was  recorded  every  resource  mentioned,  its  
source,  how  it  was  accessed,  any  comments  and  a  note  as  to  the  method  of  documentation  of  the  resource  (e.g.  as  photo,  
photocopy).  By  comparing  all  the  grids,  we  were  able  to  see  some  patterns  such  as  which  information  sources  appeared  in  every  
case.  All  parents,  for  instance,  referred  to  Parenting  Easy  Guides,  a  series  of  pamphlets  co-­‐‑produced  by  state-­‐‑government  health  and  
parenting  organisations  on  a  range  of  specific  topics  which  is  available  in  libraries,  community  health  centres  and  also  online.  
Seeing  them  mentioned  so  often,  offered  one  explanation  for  the  high  ranking  of  pamphlets  in  the  survey.    
  
We  also  analysed  the  interviews  as  narratives  within  which  speakers  made  meaningful  connections  to  render  their  decisions  
intelligible  to  themselves  and  their  hearer  (Kerby  1991).  The  connections  to  which  we  were  particularly  attentive  were  those  
between  the  parent’s  purposes  (e.g.  perceptions  of  their  child’s  needs),  their  practices  in  seeking  resources  and  the  consequences  for  
what  they  were  able  to  access  and  how  they  made  use  of  it.  Noting  these  connections  allowed  us  to  follow  traces  of  the  individual’s  
networks  through  which  resources  circulated.  Based  on  the  grids,  narrative  analysis  and  network  tracing,  we  constructed  a  case  
study  of  each  parent.  
  
Overall,  most  striking  was  the  way  in  which  each  parent’s  resourcing  activities  were  connected  with  their  particular  goals  for  their  
family  and  children.  The  case  studies  that  follow  feature  two  parents  with  different  goals.  Kimberley  wishes  to  bring  up  her  
children  according  to  her  deeply  held  religious  values  while  Tom  seeks  to  support  his  two  gifted  children  to  reach  their  potential.  
Each  parent’s  goals  influence  how  (s)he  evaluates  commonly  available  resources,  in  some  cases  leading  to  the  rejection  of  
mainstream  sources  and  outlets.  Despite  their  different  levels  of  education  and  socio-­‐‑economic  status,  by  connecting  with  networks  
of  like-­‐‑minded  others  they  access  different  resources  they  seek  out  and  also  demonstrate  agency  as  they  become  resource  
producers  and  distributors.    
  
Kimberley:  Networking  through  a  religious  community  
Kimberley  is  in  her  early  40s;  her  daughter  was  18  months  old  at  the  time  of  the  interview.  She  is  married  to  Ted  who  works  in  a  
blue-­‐‑collar  job  and  the  family  lives  in  a  new  house  in  a  suburb  that  is  changing  from  one  with  high  concentration  of  public  housing  
to  one  of  privately  owned  dwellings.  They  have  been  active  members  of  two  Christian  churches,  each  of  which  has  offered  a  
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mothers’  group  which  Kimberley  has  joined.  Her  religious  connection  has  also  provided  Kimberly  with  access  to  personal  
education  and  a  hoped-­‐‑for  new  career;  she  is  studying  counselling  in  a  Christian  college.    
  
Kimberley  did  not  have  a  lot  of  parenting  material  at  home.  The  only  items  she  offered  to  show  were  DVDs  of  bible  stories  (‘We’re  
Christians,  so  Bible  stories  are  appropriate  for  us’),  and  a  copy  of  a  parenting  magazine,  Mum’s  the  word,  produced  by  a  church  run  
mothers’  group  which  contained  articles  with  religious  overtones,  including  recipes,  parenting  book  reviews  and  advertisements  
for  baby  products.  The  family’s  main  provider  of  books  and  educational  toys  was  a  Christian  bookstore  which  sent  a  catalogue  
through  the  post.    
  
Kimberley  clearly  preferred  parenting  information  that  reinforced  her  Christian  values.  She  had  accessed  some  of  the  standard  
pregnancy  and  baby  advice  books,  recommended  by  friends,  but  was  not  impressed  with  some  of  them,  saying  ‘I  didn’t  agree  with  
a  lot  of  the  things  in  [the  book]’.  In  comparison,  a  ‘very  old-­‐‑fashioned  book’  was  described  approvingly:    
  
On  the  front-­‐‑cover  there  was  an  orange-­‐‑dressed  lady  on  a  rocking  chair  that  looked  more  like  a  grandma  than  a  mother.  That  was  
good.  It  had  a  lot  of  good  old-­‐‑fashioned  advice.  
  
Easy-­‐‑to-­‐‑read  pamphlets,  the  Parent  Easy  Guides  series  co-­‐‑produced  by  the  state  agencies  Child  Youth  and  Women’s  Health  Services  
and    Parenting  SA,  were  considered  ‘very  helpful’  and  were  easily  accessible  at  the  local  library.    
  
We  actually  got  two  or  three  editions  of  those...  That’s  where  I’ve  gotten  most  of  my  information  from,  as  in  reading  material.  
  
Kimberley  identified  other  resources  produced  by  Child  Youth  and  Women’s  Health  Service  as  key  sources.  This  agency  runs  
health  clinics,  parenting  programs  and  a  24  hour  hotline.  The  advice  offered,  though,  was  evaluated  according  to  its  consistency  
with  religious  authority.    
  
[T]hey  wanted  me  to  go  and  see  a  sleep  doctor.  He  wrote  a  book  that  they  gave  me,  and  that  was  on  controlled  crying,  and  I  just  
didn’t  agree  with  it.  ..  So  they  taught  me  the  no  cry-­‐‑sleep  method.  That  was  devised  by  a  Christian  doctor,  so  I  tried  that.  
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Here  a  support  service  responds  with  flexibility  to  a  parent’s  rejection  of  advice  by  providing  an  alternative  more  in  keeping  with  
her  values.  
  
Kimberley’s  imagined  use  of  the  internet  was  consistent  with  her  current  use  of  religious  and  familial  networks,  i.e.  to  support  her  
actions  consistent  with  her  parenting  values,  particularly  if  these  values  were  challenged:  
  
I  don’t  agree  with  giving  her  drugs  at  such  a  young  age.  I  don’t  like  taking  drugs  myself…  The  GP  suggested  that  we  put  her  on  
Ventolin,  and  I’m  dead  against  that.  That’s  what  I  could  look  on  the  internet  for,  couldn’t  I?  
  
Kimberley  emphasised  the  importance  of  older  female  relatives  –  ‘Mainly  I’ve  listened  to  my  Mum  and  my  aunties’.  Her  late  
grandmother  was  described  as  having  ‘all  the  answers  to  every  problem‘,  including  knowledge  of  herbal  remedies.    
Her  death  had  prompted  Kimberley  to  consider  alternative  information  sources:  
  
She  had–  “just  take  this  weed  or  that  herb”  –  but  she’s  not  around  anymore.  So  I  must  get  some  books  on  it.  
  
Kimberley’s  networks  could  be  considered  ‘high  density  networks’,  where  members  of  the  networks  know  each  other  and  have  
many  links  amongst  themselves  (Mitchell  and  Trickett  1980).  Relationships  in  these  kinds  of  networks  are  multiplex  (based  on  
multiple  ties),  durable  and  intense.  High  density  networks  are  positively  associated  with  bonding  rather  than  bridging  ties,  
therefore  they  are  more  effective  in  provision  of  material  and  emotional  supports,  than  in  communication  of  new  information  
(Wilcox  1981).  As  previously  mentioned,  these  kinds  of  networks  are  considered  to  be  characteristic  of  working-­‐‑class  families  
(Horvat,  Weininger  and  Lareau  2003).  
  
However,  the  church  functioned  to  extend  Kimberley’s  network  and  her  access  to  resources  by  linking  her  to  the  local  mothers’  
group,  to  the  college  where  she  was  training,  and  to  the  bookshop  which  sent  her  texts  and  materials.  This  bookstore  linked  her  to  
a  global  network  of  Christian  communities.  The  material  it  sold  was  overwhelmingly  sourced  from  the  US  and  the  approach  to  
parenting  presented  in  these  books  -­‐‑  described  in  catalogue  blurbs  as  ‘parenting  biblically’  -­‐‑    was  different  from  that  promoted  in  
mainstream  sources.  The  church  also  provided  Kimberly  with  an  opportunity  to  take  on  the  role  of  knowledge  producer.  She  wrote  
an  article  for  the  magazine  Mum’s  the  word,  and  participated  in  distributing  it  to  local  sites.  Thus  Kimberley  was  not  only  a  recipient  
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and  consumer,  but  also  a  creator  and  provider  of  parenting  material,  participating  in  building  informal  community  network  links  
between  church  groups  and  the  health  sector.  
  
Tom:  Resourcing  gifted  children    
Tom  and  his  partner  Sondra  were  parents  to  an  8  year  old  boy  and  7  year  old  girl  at  the  time  of  the  interview.  Tom  worked  full  
time  as  an  accountant  while  Sondra  was  a  full  time  medical  student.  Tom  brought  to  the  interview  a  large  bag  of  information  
materials  that  totalled  79  resources,  including  books,  magazines,  catalogues  and  other  promotional  materials,  newspaper  reports,  
newsletters  and  web-­‐‑printouts.  He  had  amassed  this  collection  by  searching  for  material  on  the  topic  of  ‘giftededness’.  
  
When  their  son  turned  out  to  be  a  difficult  toddler,  a  psychologist  had  advised  having  him  tested  and  subsequently  both  children  
were  found  to  be  ‘exceptionally  gifted’.  In  the  period  following  this  diagnosis,  Tom  became  frustrated  by  the  difficulty  of  accessing  
the  kinds  of  resources  he  felt  were  needed  to  support  his  children’s  development.  He  explained  that  ‘word  of  mouth  didn’t  work  
well  for  us’  since  this  led  to  recommendations  of  inappropriate  materials:  
  
I  think  even  in  the  toddler  years  we  needed  something  a  bit  different  because  our  kids  were  a  bit  different,    
  
This  dissatisfaction  has  driven  the  couple’s  networking  activity,  ultimately  leading  to  their  participation  in  local  and  global  
networks  of  academics  and  parents  concerned  about  rearing  and  educating  children  with  special  needs.  
  
A  feature  of  Tom’s  resources  was  their  strong  print  text  orientation.  Books  and  articles  had  played  a  significant  role  not  only  in  
providing  stimulation  for  their  children,  but  in  assisting  Tom  and  Sondra  to  understand  their  children,  and  their  own  reactions  to  
and  relationships  with  their  children.  One  book,  for  example:  
  
Just  helps  you  understand  a  bit  more  about  the  whole  process  and  what  it  means  and  how  it’s  different  and  why  it’s  different.  And  it  
helps  you  accept  and  appreciate  some  of  the  difficulties  in  their  growing  up  process,  when  they  don’t  respond  well  or  rebel.  
  
However,  Tom  also  found  web-­‐‑based  resources  helpful,  and  they  were  particularly  welcome  in  the  first  years  of  parenting  when  
nothing  else  seemed  to  meet  their  needs:  
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In  those  pre-­‐‑school  years  we  probably  did  our  largest  number  of  internet  searches  and  just  read  everything  that  we  could  possibly  
get  our  hands  on  on  the  internet  and  then  printing  out  the  more  relevant  documents  to  have  as  permanent  references.    
  
A  consistent  source  of  information  for  Tom  had  been  the  local  Gifted  and  Talented  Children’s  Association  of  South  Australia  which  
the  parents  joined  when  their  children  were  two  and  three  years  of  age.  The  Association  recommended  and  distributed  materials  
different  from  mainstream  resources:  
  
We  ended  up  finding  even  the  early  years  education  books  through  the  Gifted  Children’s  Association  and  tried  to  find  something  that  
actually  stimulated  them.  
  
The  local  association  provided  links  to  national  and  international  counterparts  enabling  Tom  to  access  more  resources  through  web  
links.  This  included  the  interstate  university-­‐‑based  Gifted  Education  Research  Resource  and  Information  Centre  and  the  World  
Council  for  Gifted  and  Talented  Children.  The  Council’s  website  and  membership  materials,  combined  with  their  practice  of  
holding  their  biennial  conferences  around  the  world,  made  their  motto  of  ‘Networking  the  global  gifted  community’  a  reality  for  
Tom  and  his  family.  One  of  these  international  conferences  had  been  held  in  Tom’s  home  city  and  he  had  kept  a  copy  of  the  
proceedings.  
  
Tom  now  considers  himself  an  insider  in  the  gifted  network  and  uses  his  experience  to  link  others  to  resources:    
  
It’s  always  good  to  help  others,  get  them  started,  give  them  pointers,  give  them  copies  of  things  so  that  they  can  help  work  out  
where  they’re  going  and  discover  their  own  path.    
  
Due  to  the  specialised  nature  of  his  needs,  and  the  absence  of  a  large  family  network,  ‘high  density’  (Mitchell  and  Trickett  1980)  
‘horizontal’  social  networks  (Warr  2005)  –  as  provided  by  close  family  and  neighbours  –  are  not  central  to  Tom’s  life.  Rather,  
through  his  membership  of  associations  designed  to  support  parents  and  their  gifted  children,  Tom  more  often  participates  in  
‘vertical’  networks.  These  ‘bridging’  networks  connect  people  across  diverse  social  networks,  and  have  been  found  to  be  more  
conducive  to  the  circulation  of  information  and  ideas  (Warr  2005).    
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Conclusion  
Parents’  personal  goals  for  their  children,  influenced  by  their  perceptions  of  the  child’s  specific  needs  and  their  own  values,  shape  
their  resource  seeking  practices.  The  case  studies  allow  us  to  see  how  the  interaction  of  goals,  values  and  opportunities  shapes  what  
parents  seek,  find,  keep  or  reject.  Both  Tom  and  Kimberley  steered  away  from  some  of  the  mainstream  sources  trusted  and  valued  
by  other  parents.  It  was  important  to  Kimberley  that  resources  align  with  her  Christian  values  and  so  she  was  drawn  to  those  
produced  by  and  promoted  through  her  church  which  provided  a  range  of  opportunities  for  her  to  access  resources:  through  its  
mothers’  group,  links  with  a  bookshop  and  links  with  adult  education  providers.  Tom’s  perception  of  his  children  as  different  from  
their  peers  attracted  him  to,  and  kept  him  circulating  within,  a  network  which  had  been  established  to  serve  families  like  his  own  
and  which  provided  opportunities  to  network  with  parents  and  professionals  through  meetings  and  conferences.    
  
Personal  networks  are  of  central  importance  in  meeting  most  parents’  needs  for  resources  to  support  children’s  early  learning.  
Friends  and  family  members  were  ranked  first  and  second  respectively  on  the  survey,  far  ahead  of  the  next  most  popular  source.  
The  case  of  Kimberley  provides  an  illustration  of  some  of  the  ways  in  which  family,  in  particular,  are  drawn  on.  Not  only  does  
Kimberley  esteem  the  older  women  in  her  own  family  as  advisers  but  she  is  attracted  to  print  and  other  resources  which  signify  the  
value  of  older  women’s  knowledge,  for  instance  the  book  with  a  ‘grandma’  on  the  cover  which  promised  to  offer  ‘old  fashioned  
advice’.    
  
Level  of  education  appears  to  influence  parents’  choices  regarding  the  mode  of  information  they  access.  Those  surveyed  with  trade  
qualifications  valued  audiovisual  media  more  highly  and  print  and  internet  sources  less  highly  than  those  with  university  
qualifications.  Kimberley  and  Tom  represent  a  less  and  a  more  highly  educated  parent  respectively  and  their  choices  are  consistent  
with  the  pattern  found  in  the  survey  cohort.  Kimberley  kept  very  little  print  material  at  home  whereas  Tom  had  amassed  a  
considerable  library  specific  to  his  interest  in  gifted  children.  Academic  sources  were  considered  to  represent  the  most  reliable  
information  to  Tom;  these  are  print  dense  and  feature  extended  prose  genres.  Kimberley  preferred  magazines  and  pamphlets  
which  are  text  genres  characterised  by  visual  illustrations  and  short  print  elements.  Similarly  with  the  internet,  Kimberly  had  not  
accessed  it  while  Tom  had  undertaken  numerous  internet  searches  to  access  the  information  he  required.  The  possible  exclusionary  
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consequences  of  relying  on  print  mode  (whether  hard  copy  or  digital)  and  on  educational  institutions  as  sites  of  distribution  need  
to  be  considered  by  those  wishing  to  reach  parents.    
  
On  the  basis  of  our  study,  parents  can  be  seen  as  active  networkers,  producing  and  circulating  resources  and  knowledge.  Nearly  
everyone  surveyed  had  been  given  advice  based  on  someone’s  personal  experience  and  more  than  half  had  also  received  
recommendations  to  read  particular  texts,  buy  particular  toys  or  been  given  pamphlets.  Both  case  studies  show  how  very  different  
parents  demonstrate  agency  and  engage  in  this  kind  of  networking.  Kimberley  had  written  an  article  for  her  church  women’s  
group’s  magazine  and  also  participated  in  its  distribution.  Tom,  having  become  knowledgeable  about  resources  for  gifted  children,  
spoke  of  how  he  could  now  assist  others.    
  
In  our  view,  partnership  between  early  childhood  practitioners  and  parents  may  benefit  from  opening  up  dialogue  on  these  issues.  
Mothers  and  fathers  are  keen  to  discuss  their  activities  in  seeking  out,  producing  and  using  resources  of  various  kinds.  Parents  may  
access  different  sources  from  practitioners,  particularly  in  relation  to  family  culture  and  children’s  special  needs,  thus  there  is  
potential  for  an  expansion  of  the  resources  available  not  only  to  individual  parents  but  also  to  services  and  their  clients.  Our  study  
reinforces  the  importance  of  maintaining  an  open  and  respectful  attitude  to  parents’  values  in  preferring  certain  resources  over  
others.  As  we  have  shown,  although  Kimberley  rejected  advice  which  conflicted  with  her  values,  she  maintained  her  connection  
with  a  support  service  because  it  was  able  to  present  her  with  an  alternative.  Inquiring  into  parents’  priorities  and  discovering  their  
existing  resourcing  practices  may  well  assist  early  childhood  and  family  service  practitioners  to  support  parents’  role  in  children’s  
learning  and  development.  Seeing  parents  as  active  agents  in  resourcing  their  children,  and  even  as  resource  producers,  may  well  
contribute  to  more  equal  partnerships.  
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APPENDIX  1:  Parent  Resource  Summary  
 
BOOKS      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
      
BROCHURES      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
      
MAGAZINES      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
WEBSITES/SEARCHES      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
      
TALKS/SEMINARS      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
TEACHING MATERIALS      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
DVD/CD      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
OTHER      
Resource title:  Description Source(s) Circulation Comment Documentation 
      
      
